"spiritual", to invoke a commonplace of our day. Others who set themselves starkly against the faith might nonetheless make use of all sorts of Christian motifs. Not all agnostics and atheists are pure sorts; some are tinged by arguments they have with the God of Catholics or the God of Protestants. Is there poetry of Christian agnostism or Christian atheism?
A similar dispersal of possibilities occurs when we think of poetry that is written in English. It varies from formalism, indeed "new formalism", to L-A-N-G-U-A-G-E poetry and rap poetry, from poetry that is nourished by British or American traditions to poetry that takes at least one of its cues from verse in English translation, whether that is originally from Africa, Asia, Europe, India, the Middle East, Russia, South America, or elsewhere. One does not usually think of experimental poetry, or indeed L-A-N-G-U-A-G-E poetry, as having Christian motifs. But is that an assumption or a known truth? This special issue of Religions would provide an opportunity for people to ask exactly that question, along with related questions. Perhaps if I posed some new questions, contributors would be led to formulate others.
Any attempt to breach borders runs against border patrols, and this special issue of Religions is no exception. Some readers of contributions expressed unease when a theologian would start speaking about poetry, for inevitably one would do so differently from a literary critic, and sometimes one's flank was not fully covered. Others objected when an apparently secular poet was found to be saying something that could be coded, at least in part, as Christian. Yet others noted that their favorite poet had long been regarded as "religious" or "spiritual" but in a quite another way than was being proposed. All these were valuable responses, and invariably they sharpened the final version of the essay concerned. The anonymous reviewers of essays have done a great service, and I thank them for their work. They are invisible contributors to this special issue of Religions.
No one knows what "Religion and Literature" will look like as a scholarly area in ten, twenty, or thirty years. One can only hope that it will do two things at once: to bring into the fold scholars outside the Abrahamic constellation so that we may better see the ways in which literature, however it be construed, engages with those religions, and to broaden investigations into the literary exploration of religious experience and teaching in the religions that are familiar to us in Europe and North America. This special number of Religions seeks to be a modest contribution to the latter endeavor.
